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BOOK REVIEWS
Ecology and Human Organization on the Great Plains. Douglas B.
Bamforth. New York, NY: Plenum Press, 1988. xii + 217 pp. Maps, tables,
references. $32.50 cloth.
In this compact book, the outgrowth, or reprint, of his dissertation,

Douglas Bamforth focusses his attention on cultural-ecological relationships
between Native American hunters and the physical environments of the Great
Plains. Specifically, Bamforth is concerned with forging a link between the
social organization ofhistoric and prehistoric hunters and their resource base,
particularly the bison. It is a thoroughly professional study, drawing from a
wide array ofinterdisciplinary evidence. The reader is systematically led from
initial theoretical considerations, where a predictive theory is postulated,
through an exegesis of grassland and ungulate ecology, to the application of
the theory to regional case studies, namely the historic hunters of the western
Great Plains and the paleoindian hunters of the southern High Plains. To
admire the rigor of the intellectual argument and the impressive reach of
Bamforth's knowledge does not, however, necessarily mean that the conclusions are fully persuasive.
Bamforth first establishes the theoretical connections between bison
ecology and social organization. Key variables affecting bison availability are
identified as productivity (floral biomass), patchiness (the degree to which
forage is clumped or dispersed over space), and predictability (the variations
in forage from season to season and year to year). Bamforth argues that where
bison herds, responding to forage availability, are small, dispersed, and unpredictable, hunting societies will be relatively simple (an unfortunate term) and
widely distributed, and where the herds are large and spatially and temporally
concentrated, more complex and aggregated hunting societies will occur.
These relationships are tested in subsequent chapters.
First the theory is applied to nineteenth-century bison hunters of the
western Great Plains. Bamforth uses a climate index based on mean annual
precipitation, variability in precipitation, and minimum July temperatures to
represent environmental conditions, specifically forage availability. He then
calculates the complexity of Native American societies on the basis of the
number of bands and men's societies within each tribe. The complexity and
climatic indexes are plotted against each other, revealing a pattern of increased social heterogeneity in areas where bison herds could be expected to
be larger, more sedentary, and more regular in migration behavior. Persuaded
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that the predictions of his theory are confirmed by the actual historical
evidence, Bamforth then applies the theory to a situation where corroborating
evidence is less available, namely the late Pleistocene hunters of the southern
High Plains. Again he concludes that its explanatory power is considerable.
Readers may, like this reviewer, find that the book retains too much of
the dissertation, especially its earnest, self-conscious social science. More
important, there are major leaps of faith in theory building which simplify
reality and, possibly, preordain the success of the model. This is particularly
the case with the measurement of social complexity. Bamforth excludes
Indian women from any consideration because, he argues, they "rarely exercised formal authority on the Plains" (p. 102). This assumption itself is open
to question, hinging on the definition of"formal," but even ifit is accepted the
omission ofthe "informal" decision-making roles ofwomen throws his calculation of social complexity into doubt. In sum, the value of Bamforth's theory
is its generalizing power, which will allow it to be applied to other places and
times; the weakness, as in many social science theories, lies in its high level of
abstraction and the tenuousness of the connections to real-world situations.
David Wishart, Department a/Geography, University a/Nebraska-Lincoln.

